Does removal of steel wires relieve post-sternotomy pain after cardiac surgery?
Post-sternotomy pain in the absence of cardiac ischemia and sternal instability is most commonly due to the sternal wire sutures or a protruding wire. We performed a retrospective study to investigate the effect of removal of the steel wires for relief of post-sternotomy pain. All 206 patients who underwent sternal wire removal in our institution from January 2003 through August 2011 were included in this study. Alive patients were contacted by telephone to inquire about the fate of their pain. Accordingly, patients were classified into 4 groups: group 1 were free of symptoms; group 2 were satisfied, significantly better than before wire removal; group 3 had unchanged symptoms; and group 4 had worsening of pain after wire removal. After excluding patients who died during the follow-up and those who had sternal instability and wound infection, 186 patients were available for the questionnaire. Complete relief of pain occurred in 83% of these patients, and 10% had improvement of their symptoms. We recommend removal of the steel wires in patients with persistent chest pain after median sternotomy, when sternal instability, mediastinitis, and cardiac causes such as ischemia are excluded.